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NEW PBS DOCUMENTARY EXAMINES LEGENDARY BUTTE EXPLOSION
MISSOULA—
In 1895, an explosion caused by a hidden cache o f illegally stored explosives destroyed a
large section of Butte’s warehouse district and propelled wreckage as far away as Rocker, four
miles to the west.
The first of many disasters that would haunt the mining city’s history, the event became
known as “The Great Butte Explosion.” A newspaper headline o f the day called it an “Awful
Calamity!”
The explosion decimated the young Butte Fire Department, one o f the first professional
departments in Montana.
A new documentary that examines the incident —“Hidden Fire: The Great Butte
Explosion” —will premiere on Montana PBS at 8 p.m. Monday, Feb. 26.
The documentary was produced by Gus Chambers, director o f University o f Montanabased KUFM-TV.
“This incident represents everything about Butte in 1895: generous citizens, dedicated
public servants, no-holds-barred commercial exploitation of the landscape and criminal activity
that put the entire populace at risk,” Chambers said.
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He used vintage photographs, film, interviews and dramatic recreations to tell the story.
“It has death, grief, vengeance and heroism,” he said. “I put the firemen at the center of
the story.”
Ellen Crain of the Butte-Silver Bow Public Archives said the story o f this explosion is
largely overshadowed by the fabled mining disasters o f 1915, 1916 and especially the Granite
Mountain-Speculator Mine fire of 1917. Crain said the documentary will be keenly appreciated
by the firemen of Butte.
“Firemen maintain a bond,” she said. “They are thrilled to have this recognition o f this
terrible, terrible tragedy that’s been forgotten for so long. It will be a great honor to the families
that are still in Butte.”
Montana PBS is a collaborative service o f KUFM-TV in Missoula and KUSM-TV, based
at Montana State University in Bozeman.
Production of the new documentary was funded in part by UM, the Montana Committee
for the Humanities and Friends of Montana PBS.
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NOTE TO MEDIA: High-resolution photographs are available online at
http://www.montanapbs.org/HiddenFireTheGreatButteExplosion/pressroom/.
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